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Md. Speaker Could Control Fate of Slots

Busch Demonstrates His Power m Battle Against Governor's Top Imtiative
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Two vears ago. rookic Marviand [House Speaker Michael £ Busch sidestepped his leadership
team and relied on a loose coalition of rehigious. labor and African American leaders to mount
an outsider's campaign agamst slot machme gambling,

This vear, as Busch (D-Anne Arundel) launches a new effort to defeat Gov. Robert L. Ehrlich
Jr's number one mitiative, the longtime Annapolis football coach has rewritten his playbook.
Instead of nurturing a grass-roots assault by msurgents, Busch showed lust week that he has
assumed total control of his House leadership in trying to determine the fate of' a gambling
expansion in Marvland.

D. Bruce Poole, a former House majority leader, said Busch offered a ghimpse of his power
Friday, when he navigated his chamber to a 71 10 66 vote in favor of a watered-down slots bill
that 1s unhikelv to satisty the governor or Senate leaders. He then emerged from the vote
declaring that he would not compromise. The coalition of support for slots m the House 1s 50
fragile -- with precisely the number of votes necded for passage in the [41-member chamber -
- that any attemipt to change the bill would shatter i, he said.

"What he showed this week 1s that he has tremendous control of his chamber, and as a result,
enormous mflucnce over this process.” Poole sind.

Slots backers, mcluding Ehrlich. said Busch inevitably will be forced 1o negotiate -- or face a
withering assault [rom the majonty ol Marvlanders who want slot machine gambhng.

But the razor-thin victory for slots on the House Toor appears to have given Busch precisely
the outcome he was seeking. It helped soothe concerns from House members who wanted him
to let them vote on slots: 1t wards off growimg perceptions that by blockimg a vote, he has been
an obstructionist: and vet. it sull could doom the govemor's legislation.

Sen. Thomas M. Middleton (D-Charles) said Busch "has got himself into a preuty good
position.
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"If there's goimg to be a bill. it's going 1o be verv close to his chamber's bill." said Middleton, a slots toe. "That's more than

Just luck."

Busch's maneuvermgs. however. are not without peril. Some lawmakers argued last week that if slots legislation 1sn't
approved this vear. Busch will be unable to shake the view that he has abused his position to thwart a popular proposal.

"He can't blame the Republicans or exccutive branch for not passing a bill 1if he doesn't let 1t go any further,” suid House
Minority Leader George C. Edwards (R-Garrett). "Look, 1 he's gomg to kil the bill. he's gomg to kill the bill. but he can't

blame anvbody clse.”

And while Busch might have strengthened his hold over his chamber, his refusal to negotiate could Turther jeopardize
stramed relationships with the pro-stots Senate president and govemor durimg the second halt ot the legislative session, when

lawmakers must finish a $25 billion budget and address hundreds of other bills.

In the three vears since Busch became speaker. he has never been cov about Tius views on slots. Lawmakers have mused over
the notion that the roots of his opposition hie with the gambling problems that consumed his Tather, who died n 1997 1n a

flophouse on the outskits of Las Vegas

http://www washingtonpost.com/ac2/wp-dyn/AS6705-200SFeb26?language=printer

2/28/2005



washingtonpost.com: Md. Speaker Could Control Fate of Slots Page 2 of 2

But the burly, silver-hawed speaker brushes off that suggestion, saving he merely wants to prevent the state trom handing out
valuable gaming hcenses to a lew well-heeled. pohtically connected msiders,

I just don't think slots is good public poliey." Busch said Fridav, alter the legislation passed the House.

The Maryland General Assembly has faced mounting pressure to address the question of whether to expand gambling since
2002, the year voters clected Ihrlich to succeed Parns N Glendening (1), an ardent gambling foe.

Lawmakers have contemplated a range of proposals, several of which identified by name the sites where slots would go. The
bills essentially pledged licenses to such wealthy horse track owners as Joseph De Francis and William Rickman and to
developers and businessmen such as Balumore bakery magnate John Paterakis Sr.. National Harbor's Milton Peterson and the
family of Baltimore Orioles owner Peter G Angelos.

Busch said 1t was that. more than anvthing clse. that helped shape the House's alternate proposal this vear. While the Senate
plan proposes 13300 machines and seven locations. including four horse tracks. the House bill proposes 9.500 machines.
And 1t broadly identfices the Tour locations where slots can go.

As the legislative session got underway. Busch laced inereasing pressure to pul the proposal to a vote. Last year, Republicans
pounded hiim not only for blockimyg a slots vote but for offermg an alternate plan that included a bulky array ol new taxes.
Vulnerable Democrats -- particularly those in Balumore Countv's horse country. where slots are especially popular -- were
telling him they needed to wergh i on the issue.

"Members privatelv. i caucus, had told him thev wanted an up or down vote.” said Speaker Pro Tem Adrienne A Jones (D-
Baltimore Countv). "It was important for them '

But whether the tloor vote alone will resolve the matter for Busch remains to be seen. Both Ehrlich and Senate President
Thomas V. Mike Miller Jr (D-Calvert) have started to pressure Busch o the negotiating table.

"The speaker docs not hike slots. 1 get that. and 1 respect that," Ehrlich said durng a radio interview vesterday morning on
WBAL-AM. "On the other hand. there's a process here.”

Busch, however, has remaimed T, saving that Fridav's vote marks his final contnibution to an effort to compromise on slots.
Regardless of whether the Senate and the governor choose to aceept the House bill, Busch said he will "go home satistied
that it's the best possible approach.”

When asked late Fridav 11 he had just outfoxed his pro-slots adversaries -- the state's [ongest-serving Senate president and its
first Republican governor in a generation -- Busch leaned back i his chair, collected himsell and said nothmg. Then a mile-
wide smile spread across his face
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